INNER  CHINA
heavy with slime. No doubt the thaw was the cause of this
ridiculous misadventure.
In the main street people were working at their trades in
open-air booths, and I could almost imagine myself in some
old-world French town, only that the tiled roofs turned up
at the corners and here and there a stone lion, the god of the
hearth, flanked a wretched doorway. And then there were
the carriers with their yokes that swung at every step and
that had the points of the shoulder-piece curved upwards.
The women had beautiful, regular faces, and round
their heads, like a narrow turban, wore a black veil. They
were all going in the same direction and I followed
them.
Their mutilated feet, looking like pointed stumps and
hitting the ground with a dull clatter, made my heart sick.
When they walk their knees seem to be devoid of flexi-
bility. The effect was of a caricature of a ballerina dancing
on her toes.
It must have been a religious festival, for they were all
carrying little bundles of incense sticks in their hands. In
spite of the rounded paving stones with which the steep street
bristled, they went quickly up towards two little temples that
dominated the town.
When I got up there I felt myself very far away indeed
from my own world. A toothless little priest^ dressed in a
voluminous but dirty kimono, was standing on the terrace,
admiring the view of the mountains and the battlemented
wall that gave an air of gaiety to the hillside. His pigtail was
hidden beneath a flat sloping hat which he wore over a cap.
He invited me into a little room opening out of a chapel
which had numerous gilded statues of the Buddha. The
whole furniture of the room consisted of a k'ang (the raised
platform which serves as a bed), a table and two chairs.
There was no door, only a curtain. Red paper ends,
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